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ABSTRACT 



A tracking system and method uses a multi-threaded, con- 
troller to automatically and periodically generate tracking 
objects that are presented to carrier trailing websites. The 
tracking (4>jects are retrieved from input queues that receive 
tracking requests from a sdieduler. The carrier tracking 
website updates the status of package delivery which in turn 
v^xiates the data in the shipping system server with respect 
to tracking infonnation. This iq»dated information can be 
used to automatically generate E-mail notification of pack- 
age delivery as weU as for updated purposes. An instant 
track component allows a user to obtain prioritized tracking 
infonnation from the associated carrier traddng website. 

15 Claims, 7 Drawing She^ 
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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR BRIEF DESCRIFIIGN OF THE DRAWINGS 

MUm-CARRIER PACKAGE TRACKING , foUemndcrsUndingof the nattue and objects of the 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELAXED T'^^f?"' ^f"^^ ^ ^"""^^ 

APPLiCAnONfS) 5 

^ - drawings in which: 

Reference is made to VS. applicaticm Sct. No. 09/411, FIG. 1 is a diagrammatic representation of the shipping 

092, filed on even date herewith, entitled, A METHOD AND system and method which may iise the tiaddng system and 

SYSTEM FOR ESTABUSHING PARCEL SHIPPING VIA method of the present invention. 

THE INTERNET; assigned to the assignee of this FIG. 2 is a flow chart of a typical sequence of shipping 

application, steps associated with a shq)ping system and method in 

Referraoe is. made to U.S. application S er. N o. 09/411, which the tracking system of the present invention forms a 

125, filed on even date herewith, entitled, AMETHOD AND part thereof. 

SYSTEM FOR RESOLUTION OF CARRIER SPECTIC FIG. 3 is an overall block diagram showing the typical 

DATA UTILIZING A GENERIC DATA MODEL, assigned ^5 architectural implementation of the shj?>ping system and 

to the assignee of this application, the subject matter of each method of ^ch the tracking system forms a part thereoL 

of these appUcations is hereby incorporated by reference. nG.4fa a more detailed block diagram of the architecture 

TECHNICAL FIELD shq^pmg'system of whidi the tracking systra of the 

present iiiventbn forms a part thereof . 

The present invention relates to package tracking, par- 20 pKj 5 a diagrammatic representation of the tracking 

ticularly to the tracking of a packagp enroute firom the sender system and method, illustrating the multi-threaded imple- 

to the recq)ient, wherein the package may be delivered by mentation of the prograim execution, 

one or a plurality of package carriers. piG g ^ ^^y^ diagrarn ilhistratii^ the use of multqile 

BAOCORO^NDOFTOEINVEfmON » SSS^^'jS^S^lSiSjSiSSSSL^' 

In a shqjping system such as set forth in co-pending set by a carrier, 

application, U.S. Ser. No. 09/411,092 filed Oct 4, 1999 HG. 7 is a flow chart of flie traddng system and method 

entitled, A Method and System £Dr Establishing Parcel shown in FIG. 5. 
Shipping Via The Internet one of the components thereof is 

the ability to be able to track the k)calion of a pckage viMe DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

it is transit from the sender (user of the shying system) to The tracking system and method of the present invention 

the Tcdpi&nl It is desirable to be able to do this tracking forms part of an overall shq)ping system and method as 

regardless of the particular carrier whidi is actually deliv- desaibed in copending, VS. application, Ser. No. 09/411, 

ering the padcagp, as well as to be able to provide additional 092 filed Oct. 4, 1999 entitled, A Method and System for 

servicesandfeaturesconccmingpackagplocatiottanddeliv- E^ablishing Parcel Shqiping \^ the Internet (E-907); and 

cry- U.S. appHcatfon, Ser. No: 09/411,125 filed Oct 4, 1999 

]r.T, ^rr, «i.r. >T^n«^«.r cutitled, A Mettuxl and system for ResoIutK)n of Carrier 

SUMMARY OF TOE INVENTION specffic Utilizing . Data Model (E-909). As 

In the package tracking system and method according to 40 seen in FIG. 1, this overall- shipping system 20 com- 

Ihe present invention, the user (sender) of a package is able prises a shipping sjrstem server .22 and one or more users 

to determine the package's location while enroute to the (senders) 26 which interact with the server by means of the 

recq)ient In order to achieve this result, the present inven- Internet 24, typically through connection through an Internet 

tion uses netwod;^ based services and in particular, the service provider 28. Although a plurality of users at a single 

Internet to provide the means for transferring traddng 45 location are shown i^di are interconnected by a local area 

information from the carrier respon^le for delivery of the network 30, the system also albws otfa^ users (e .g. users 26 

padkage to the party requesting information, typically the &od 26*) to access -die shippirig system via the Internet, 

serider. in particular; the architecture of the present irivention FIG. 2 illustrates the sequence of steps and sub-steps 

ccHnpr^es tracking objects which are transferred to the executed in order for a package to be ^iqjped using the 

carrier's tracking wi^te in a manner so as to properiy 50 shipping system and metlK)d. Thus between the begin ship- 

request information with regard to an identified padcagp. ping step 31 and the sh^iping complete determination step 

The shipping system server is responsible for oeating the 49, there can be a number of steps including the determi- 

tracking objects, as well as for accessing the selected car- nation of the rate associated with sending the package, step 

rier's tracking website. In particular, the tracking objects are 32, the detominatidn of the address of the recq>ient, step 34; 

created and their creaticni and transfix controlled by a 55 the delennination of tte wei^t of the padcage, step 36; 

traddng coordinator forming part of the ^iqqnng syston's options assbcaaled with the package, stq> 38, such as a 

server. The tracking coordinator performs these tasks possible iqsurarKae sub-step 39, the recording of payment 

through use of registry settii^ associated with the operating sequence ^ep 44^ the printing of labels for the package, step 

system under whidi the shq)ping system seivcf v& (grating. 42; the recording of data associated with the pac^ge, record 

Hie traddng coordinator of the di^^ping syst^'s server 60 package data sequence step 44; whether a request for pick- 
controls these objects by tnTiing the initiation of delivery of - up is made, request pick-Hip step 46; and the generation of 
the objects to the carrion, as well as the frequency of these E^ail requests including requests r^arding the schedulir^ 
deliveries so as to comply with carrier requiranents con- of tracking and the like, st^ 48 and snb-stq)s 51 for 
oeming requests for tracking informatiorL The overall result schednk tracing and the sencfii^ of e-maO information to 
is that tracking of a package is obtainable in a straiglit* 65 the system service database, sub-step S3, 
forward fashion aid in a maimer which does not overload In ord^ to implemem these sequence of stqis, the ship- 
the carrier trackii^ website. ping system and method uses a multi-tier architecture such 
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assh(r0rainnGS.3and 4.Thetraddngcoiiqx>neiit88 and earner input tracking request queue 119 as shown by line 

InstaTrac oonqponent 89 are best illustrated in FIG. 5 with 127. Such a tracking reqiiestfirom a usct will genially tate 

respect to their operations. FIG. 5 is a diagrammatic repre- priority over othw traddng requests that are periodically 

sentation of the tracking system (consprisuig components received from the tracking component 88 and which are 

88, 89, 98 and 138). In operation, a user 26 during tracking 5 generated in an automatic fashion by the shq)ping server so 

information makes such a request over the Internet to the as to maintain tracking information for all of the packages 

shipping system server 22 (FIG. 1). Ihis shipping server handled by the sh^iping server. This prioritization is accom- 

operates so as to generate a traddi^ object which is a plished by placing the InstaTVac request at the top of the 

component object model (COM) created by the InstaTrac associated queue 119. 

component 89. The task of this tracking otject is to initiate jhe traddng objects as HisrinsmH above are conveyed to 

an Internet request to the selected carrier's tracking website the corresponding carrier tracking website 130 via tte 

130, vdiere eadi carrier has its own tiaddi^ component Interriet 24 as shown by arrows 129. Hie carrier traddng 

, assodated with its web based services. The sfaqipii^ system website 130 then processes eadi tracking request from the 

server traddng component 88 controls sending tracking tracking obje(^ and generates a tracking response v^ch is 

object the designated carrier tracking website. In order to do conveyed as an HTML pagp 131. The HTML page contains 

this, the tracking number created at the time tfiat the package the traddng status and is transferred via the Internet 24 to the 

was shipped (see FIG. 2 for sub-step 41) is used to identify tracking compoi^nt 88. The traddr^ oonqnnent then parses . 

the package to the cone^nding carrier traddng website the HTML and . extracts the trackmg request results. The 

130. Ibe creation of these tracking objects nrast be paced results are then sent to the traddi^ results queue 133. The 

since various carrim restrict the number of tracking objects 20 traddng coordinator via path 137 senses if traddng results 

that can be sent to the carri^ traddng website. For exanipte, data is in the traddng result queue. If data is sensed, the 

a particular carrier traddng website may restrict the number traddng coordinator via path 139 causes the business com- 

of requests from a particular Internet Protocol (IP) address ponent 138 to receive the data firom the tracking results 

to one request every ten seconds. Thus, if the carrier sees queue. This component is used to update the data services 

tracking objects more frequently than one every ten seconds, 25 module 98 in the groupware services tier 64 (see FIG. 4) so 
it may interpret the tracking objects as an attadc on the as to convey the updated traddng information to the pro- 

traddng website, resulting in lockout of the IP address. prietary database 74. Trackirig coordinator 121 controls tiie 

In addition, other carriers may permit only a fixed number business conqxment 138 via control line 139. 

of traddng otg ects within a specified penod of time, without an inqiortant a^iect of the tracking coordinator is its 

regard to the frequency of such requests. It b thus the 30 multi-threaded executable architecture which aUows for 

obligationof the diQjping server traddng coordinator 121 to simultaneous generation of tracking objects for various 

ensure that tracking objects are controlled with re^)ect to the carriers, all within the pacing constraints associated with the 
frequency of their generation in view of the requirements of individual carriers. Thus the tracking coordinator operates as 

each of the carrier tracking websites. As seen in FIG. 5, tiiis a multi-threaded service. It accqits commands from the 

is accomplished by the tracking coordiiiator 12L The track- 35 sriM»rinlif^ component 94 vi^iidi is used to initiate the 

ing coordinator generates traddng objects 123 for delivery autonomous or automatic generation of traddrig requests for 

over the Internet 24 to the associated carrier tracking websrte maintairung iqxiated traddng information concerning out- 

130. As seen in FIG. 5, traddng objects are designated by the standing padcages. 

traddng coordinatOT 121 for each carrier in which traddng Detaik of the Tracking Coordinator, 

information is desired. The tracking coordinator obtains 40 Hie tracking coordinator 121 gafliecs its inputs from the 

information for these tracking objects from corre^nding carrier input traddng request queues 119. Each carrier is 

carrier input tracking request queue 119. For each tracking seen to have a corresponding queue. The names of eadi 

object within a traddng request queue, the tracking coonh- loput queue is stored in the operatiiig i^tem R^istry, aloiig 

nator obtains tiiat request through an assodated program- with other carrier information; For each carrier found within 

ming thread since the tracking coordinator operates in a 45 the Registry a tinead 127 is generated This thread monitora 

multi-threaded manner. the corresponding carrier input queue for incoming mes- 

Depending upon the pacing constraints set by the carrier, sages. 

multq)le threads for generating mult^le tracking objects are The traddng request messages stored in the irqnit queues * 

generated. Thus for instance as shown in FIG. 5 for tracking 119 are deposited by the sdieduling module 94 (see FIG. 4) 

objects to-be sent to the Airborne tracking website 130, 50 or by the InstaTrac module 89. 

multq)le Airborne tracking objects 123' can be generated. In The InstalVac module creates a traddng request from an 
this example, Airtx>me may have a constraiiU that no more ASP request and &en to the pt yenrffl f^ carrier inpnt queue 
than five tracking objects can be generated within a pre- 119 as shown by arrow 127. Sudi an InstaTrac traddng 
determined length of time and these traddng objects all request contains a record set and the traddng coordinator 
would be then generated (assuming that at least that number 55 extracts the tracking request from the queue as soon as it is 
of traddng requests are in the Airborne traddng request placed there, thereby prioritizing the InstaTrac traddng 
queue 119') by tiie tracking coordinator on individual soft- request Jb& tracking coordinator then extracts the record set 
ware threads 125. Similarly, the tracking coordinator gen- to from the tracking request and invokes an outgoing track- 
erates traddng objects via individual threads for each of the ing object thread 125 that activates the corresponding car- 
carriers si^yported by the shqjpiiig system server, whidi in 60 rier's tracking component at the carrier's tracking website 
the example shown in FIG. 5 comin:ses four carriers; 130. The tracing coordinator sends several parameters to 
namely, Airborne, UPS, FedEx and DHL. the carrier's traddng component, one of which is the record 
AsalsoseeninFIG. 5, auserof thesh^iogssrstemcan set that contains information pertinent to the particular 
request an instant track regarding a package for wfaidi the tracking request, regardless of the origin of the tracking 
traddng uunsbcr is known by the user. This is shown by 6S reque^ 

InstaTrac component 89 whidi is executed by the shqiping The record set in general may contain one or more 

server (see FIG. 1) and wfaidi k conveyed to die q^ropziate reomds. If the record set contains a sii^ reoord, the 
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traddng coordinator invokes a single tracking object and Compiler & Linker Reqimements 

provides the record set as a parameter of that object This This ooniponent is aeated with Vsual Stodid G4+6.0. 

mode of operation is called the ""same mode". If however the In order to dsbug this component it is sometimes necessary 

traddng request contains a record set with many records, to not run it as a service. The command of tracking 

referred to a "mixed mode", the tracking coordinator sepa- 5 coordinator— debug can be used to run the trackir^ 

rates the record set and dispenses the individual records as coordinator from a Command Prompt window. In this 

individual tracking objects. The individual tracking objects ™^ component runs without any interaction from 

are then distributed in a timely manner in order to meet the ^ SCM. 

specified pacing requirements of the associated carrier. ~Pf, ^6Si°g ^ . _ . \ 

Jte tmcking coordinator only creates tracking object lo error and informationid messages are wnlten to the 

threads if it is aUowed to place another tracking object J^S" 

within a ^>ecified time period. This time frame information r^^^T^ °° ^ . - ^ ^ 
whichiskSedto thein^vidual carrier is again stored in the ^ ^^J^ '^.f "T*^ ^"^i!! 
operating system Registry. Tbm for instant if the carrier's ""^ Z'^f ^f'^^*? f^^" ^ 
tiLking%4sile onlTaltows for a particular IP address to 15 '"^ bemg able 0 start The failure is logged to the 
send two requests in a one mimite time interval, this infer- r wK^T f o?^ 2?^' Ve- 
rnation is stored in the Registry. Thai whoi the traddng wftiiSo^^rt^i^JTAnnin.-. « .noon 
coordinator generates IractoBdqects. it obeys this^ u^^^^^H^^^^^^^'"''^^ 
strairt by inrokingthreadbontywkn that time oonstnun "{SS^taS^^ 
In this manner, the carrier's traddng website does not deny 20 J^^^*^ = iraaangrKuilsq ^ * „ . 
access by these tracking objects since they are ^nerated at Each ormr that is momtored must have the ibllowmgenlry 
a pace which is within the constraint set by that carrier. phkeY* SSSS*^ 

As also seen in FIG. 5, the tracking coordinator via '■ »,A«-ioixmcrtrTO7*i>raiv._' n i-nooi^-i • -i 

control line 139 launches th; business cogent software l^Om^O^REyfttneyBcw^ 

module. This component, as explained earlier, invokes the 25 ^ wAr^iii^mcricT^ncxTi:*-. t» viv^ovi- • xam 

HltohooT?? '^^^^ ""^ V»^M "RequestCr-^upsrequestq" 

aawpase /o. ^ "ObiectsPerlimeFrame"»"2" 

Smce the tracking coordinator operates as a Microsoft J ^ *> ao » 

nr J •* • ^ J 5-1 M ReconJsSetMode -"Same 

Windows NT service, it is started from a service control "Rec5PterRecSet"a"5(r 

program. The service's icon within the control panel is an "Symbol" "UPS" 

SOP that can manipulate the stat^ of a service. -nr6Fra^eUnits--"min" 

Once the service mstalls mto the Registry "Token"«"49" 

manq)ulated Via a SCP. Preferably tms service has Its startup 

mode set to automatic. This allow the tracking coordinator TART^ 2 
to start upon sy^em startup, thus providing continuous 



service. Ikble 1 provides the commands for R^istry inStal- MSMQServer This is the name of the server the tmcktsg queues 

lation and rraoval of the service. ^ 

ResuItsQ: Name of Che queue that a tracking oonqNment dumps its results. 
ItacL^URL: The. ino^ that dK txadtingotmipooeot^ 
TABLE 1 RequestQ: NBone of the caznerii^ queue 119 that Ue 

'*^^^^^^"'"*"^*"^"^"^^^^^^^^^^^"""'"^"'^"""*^"^"*"""'"^""*""^^^"^^™'*"'"*" f rarfffng cnn r d f na t^ty csifttCtS lequcsts. 

traddng coord iiator'iastaU Installs the service into Uk Registry. CfejectaPeillmeFrame: TOs is the mmiber of ti«±iiig 

tracing coordinator - remove Bemoves the service from the Registiy. ^ tracing coordinator allows per time &anie (L*^ minutes or hour). 

- . .. RecosdSetMode: Each message that is placed on a canier Queue oratazns a 

. u o e» ¥» ^. record set A record set may contain one or many records. 

This service supports the Start, Stop, Pause and Continue if the vatoe of this string vahie is *Samc*, the record set contains only 

commands. oaerecoid.If the vatoe is 'Tiliz", the leoord set can contain many records. 

3l2jl RpcaPiedtecSet: Ma ximum number of records a message's leconl set can 



Begins the canier threads. Symbd: TTic rairier's symbol TOs symbol is used t^ 

Stop component's OLEProgID (Le. PSSUPSiteeUPS). 

Stops all carrier threads and waits for any tracking compo- T^mmeUniis: The time feme that a specified mmiber of lb«fcing 

■ ^ ^, , ^ i_ r - • rX> Oon^ncnts can be mvoked (Lfc mmntea or hour). 

nent threads to exit before stoppmg the service. This ibken: The earner's tobm. 

command may take up to 30 seconds to complete if there ... 

are several tracking componrat threads still running. „^ . 

p^ygg FIG. 7 represents a flow chart of the steps taken by the 

T- i . j» 11 • .1 j_ .1 shipping server to determine whether a pactoge has been 

Tins command suspends aU camer threads conendy nm- by a carrier to the intended r^-ient Step 190 

m^. shows that the shying s^er initiates a traddng request to 
Lontmue ^ ^ specified carrier, depending upon date and time oon- 

This command resumes any canier threads that may have straints. Thus a q)ecified carrier such as United Parcel 

been ai^nded due to a Pause command. Service may only have guaranteed delivciy at a qwdfied 

System Requirements time in the morning and a specified time in the afionooiL In 

The tracking coordinator needs to access the canier input order to make the request for tracking information efEknent,- 
queues 119. These queues are made available on the same 65 it is therefore contemplated that traddng requests be made 

(tomain. F^irthei; in ordo- to access any of the queues their afier these guaranteed times are exceeded. Thus for imtance, 

names are ma^ available through tl» Registry. if morning delivexy has a guaranteed time of teo thirty AJ4., 
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a tracking request (via a traddng objea) to UFS may be 
made at eleven AM, to detennine which package have in 
fact been delivered within the ten thirty time constraint 
Similarly, anoth^ request could be made after four thirty 
RM. if afternoon guaranteed delivery is to be made by that 5 
time. Of course, different carriers can have different 
constraints, both with regard to guaranteed time of delivery 
as well as whether deliveries are guaranteed on non-business 
days such as Saturdays and Sundays. 

Step 192 shows that the next step performed is retrieving 
traddng numbers from the client database 76 (see FIG. 4) 
for packages that are being flipped by the specified carrier 
and wiadi are not marked as delivered. Step 194 shows that 
the traddng coordinator 121 observes pacing constraints set 
by the spedfied carden Hius, for instance, a qiecified canier 
may demand that no more than a given number of tracking 
objects be made firom a particular Internet protocol (IP 
address), sudi as the IP address of the shipping server within 
a given period of time. Th^ m^t be limited to ten tracking 
objects per minute or no more than a hundred tracking 
objects in a thirty minute penod, regardless of how many are 20 
presented in any time interval within that thirty minute 
penod, In order to partially overcome the oorstraints of the 
specified earner, the trackLig coordinator can initiate trade- 
ing object from a plurality of server sites sudi as shown in 
FIG. 6, wherein each server site 196, 197^ 198 has an 25 
associated unique IP ac^liess. In so doing, tl^ canier tradc- 
ing website 130 wiU not interpret these aiklitional tracking 
objects as an attadc on the website since the tr^^king objects 
are emanating from unique IP addresses. FIG. 6 therefore 
shows mult^le server sites 196, 197 and 198 so as to 30 
generate traddng objects from three unique IP addresses. 

Referring again to FIG. 1, the tracking objects are then 
sent by the ^i^ing server fiom one or more IP addresses 
to the specified carrier traddng website. At Step 198, the 
carrier traddng website has processed the tracking object 35 
and has created an HIML page that contains the tracking 
results for the package. These traddng results typically 
indicate if the padcage has been delivered to the recq>ient, 
and if so, the date and time of delivery. These results also 
typically show the dates, times and places the padcage has 40 
traversed in its path toward the redpient 

At step 199, the carder's traddng results HTML page is 
parsed by the traddiig oonqionera. Ibis is typically per* 
formed by ''soaping" the HTML page, thereby extracting 
the relevant traddng information. 45 

Decisional step 200 fhca determines Aether the tracking 
results indicate that the package has been delivered to the 
r6cq)ient If the package is still enroute, the tracking results 
are stored in database 76, but the tracking number is not 
madced as "DEIiVEREiy' (Step 202). This traddng num- so 
ber therefore is available for subsequoit rescheduling to the 
appropriate input traddr^ request queue 119. 

If the traddng results indicate that the padoige has been 
delivered, then that information is used to show that the 
package has in fact been delivered with that refuse then 55 
being used to invoke decisional stq) 204 ^^lich det^mines 
if E-mail delivery notification has been requested by fiie 
user. If an E-mail request has been made by theus^, then the 
shqiping s^er initiates the E-mail services 100 (see FIG. 4) 
and smds an E-mail notification to the parties sptd^ed by 60 
the user. One such party may of ocnuse be the user. Uns 
opmtfon is shown by Step 206. The tracking resolls are also 
stored in the database .76 by mflrfcfng the package record as 
"DEUVEREET. This information can thai be used for 
report purposes. This is shown by Step 208. 65 

It is therefore seen that the automatic genmtion of 
trailing requests for undelivered packages aDows the sh^H 



ping server to maintain information in its database concern- 
ing the whereabouts of undelivered packages, as well as 
being the triggering mechanism when delivery of a padcage 
is determined, for sending E-mail notification to the sender 
or other designated parties. This greatly facilities the use- 
fiilr»ss of the shipping server methodology since it aug- 
ments the usefulness of the inf^mation whidi otherwise 
would have to be manually requested by the user concerning 
the status of a undelivered package. 

In this regard, reference should again be made to FIG. 7, 
^xdierein it ^ows that if a user tracing request (event 191) 
has been made by the user (InstaTrac component 89), then 
that information is presented to step 193 for priontizuig the 
traddng requests prior to submission of those requests to the 
pacii^ stq> for the tracking request at step 194. Hiis 
prioritization is actually performed by putting the user 
generated traddng request at the head of the input tracking 
queue of the designated carrier. In this way, the traddng 
request whidi otherwise would have been sent to the sped- 
fied carrier, can allow for a prioritized request to be made by 
the user which otherwise might have to wait for a substantial 
period of time before presentatioii to the carrier. These 
functions are performed by the tracking coordinator 121. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A tracking system in ^ch a package i^ to be sent firom 
a user to a redpirat by requesting shipping through Internet 
resources associated with carriers capable of delivering the 
package to the recipient, in wfaidi the user determines the' 
carrier to be used for shq)ping a padcage to a particular 
reci^nent, oornprisir^: 

means for graerating a tracking number, the traddng 
number being associated with a padcage to be sent firom 
the user to the recipient by a selected carrier; 

means for generating a tracking request, the tracking 
request containing the tracking number associated with 
the package, as well as information of the selected 
canier whi(^ is to deliver the package to the particular 
redpient; 

a storage location adapted to store die tracking request; 
a traddng coordinator adapted to receive said traddng 

request and adapted to generate traddiig objects, 
and adapted to send said tracking objects to a tracking 

website of the selected carrier; 
means for receiving results firom the tracking website of 

the selected carrier 
means for updating shq^g server data storage with the 

results from die trackuQg website of the selected canier 

website; and 

herein the tracking coordinator coiiq}rises means for 
Kmiting the generation of tracking objects for the 
selected carrier based on pacing ooiBtraints provided 
by the selected carrier so as to be generated no more 
fiequoitly than a carrier designated number of tracking 
d)jects per carrier designated intavaL 

2. A tracking system for a shqsping system as defined in 
claim 1, fiirther comprising a traddng result queue for 
receiving the results horn selected camst websites and for 
Quitting these .results for dehveiy to a ^iqiping system 
server data storage device. 

3. A traddng system for a shilling system as defined in 
claim 2, wherein the sh^)piIlg system server has an instant 
traddng con^Kmeiit fiir allowing a user to geneiate a track- 
ing request for a packa^, ^v^rein the tracking coordinator 
has means for generating a trackii^ object for the user 
tracking request that is prioritized with respect to other 
tracing objects gmerated for the same carrier as that 
associated with the users package. 



Coov orovided bv USPTO from the PIRS bnaoe Database on 04/21/2008 



us 6^976,007 Bl 

9 10 

4. A traddng system for a shipping system as defined in (f) updating shying server data storage with the results 
claim 3, wherein the tracking coordinator has means for from the tracking website of the selected curier web^. 
generating tracking objects to a carder tracking website site; and 

using middle Internet PratooDladdresse^ ^ generation of tracking object^ for the 

5. A tracking system for a shippmg system as defined m 5 i . j • v j - ^^^^ . "^^ 
claim 3, wh^in the shippii^sj^m server includes a fjf^^ ^° pacmg constraints provided 
scheduler for automaticaUy retrieving information required Z "^^^ so as to be generated no more 
to generate a tracking request fiom the data storage device, firoiuenUy than a earner designated number of traidd^^ 
wherein the scheduler times said retrieval of information to objects per earner deagnated mtervaL 

occur at a predetermined tirhe. lo ^' ^ tracking method as defined in daim 8, further 

6. A tracking sjstem for a shipping system as defined in conq)rising the step of receiving the results from all of the 
claim 1, wherein the shipping system server has an iostant carrier websites and for outputting these results for delivery 
traddng component for aUowing a user to generate a track- ^ ^® shqjping systein server data storage ctevicc. 

ing request for a package, wherein the tracking coordinator 10. A tracking method as defined in claim 9, fiirther 

has means for generating a trackii^ object for the user 15 compr^ing the steps of aUowing a user to generate an instant 
traddng request that is prioritized with respea to otter. tracking request for a padkage, arid for generatiiig a tracking 

traddng objects g^erated for the same carrier as that object for the user tracking request that is pribritizBd with 

assodated with the user's package. respect to other tracking dejects generated for the same 

7. A tracking sy^em as defined in daim 1, further carrier as that assodated with the user's package, 
comprising an E-mail services component for generating an 20 11. A tracking metlnd as defined in claim 10, further 
E-mail message to a party specified by the user when the comprising the step of generating traddng objects to a 
tracking information indicates that the padcage has been carrier tracking website using multiple Internet Protocol 
delivered to the redpient addresses. 

8. A traddng method for a shaping system in which a 12. A tracking method as defined in claim 10, further 
padcage is to be sent from a user to a recqnoit by requesting 25 comprising the step of automatically scheduling retrieving 
said sh^iping througjb Internet resotirces associated with information required to generate a tracking request fibm the 
carriers capable of delivering the package to the redpient, in ^ data stcM-age device at a predetermined time. 

which the user of the shaping system determines the carrier 13. A traddng method as defined in claim 8, wherein tise 

to be used for diq)ping a package to a redpient, and in which shipping system server has an instant tracking component 

the shipping system has a shipping system server witii a data 30 for alfowing a user to generate a traddng request for a 

storage device for storing padcage traddi^ data, conD5)rising package, wherein the tracking coordinator has means for 

the steps of: generating a traddng object for the user tracking request that 

(a) generating a trackii^ number associated with the is prioritized with res^iect to other tracking objects generated 
padcage to be sent from the user to the redpient by a for the same carrier as that associated with die user's 
selected carrier; 35 package. 

(b) geiierating a traddng request containing the tracking A tracking method as defined in claim 13, further 
number associated with the padcage, as well as infor- conq^rising the step of generating tracking objects to a 
mation of the selected carrier which, is to deliver the tracking website WBg multq>te Int»net Protocol 
package to the particular recipient; addresses. 

(c) storing the traddng request; ^ ^ f^, "'^^ ^ ^^^^ ^ 

*r i7 ^ ^. compnsmg die step of automatically scheduling retrieving 

(d) gen^aung trackmg obj^te, arid senduig said tradcmg information requir^ to generate a trLldngreqi^t ftom ite 
obj ects to a trackmg wdisite of tiie selected earner, daU storage device at a predetermin^ltoer 

(e) receiving results from the tracking website of the 

selected carrier; « « « • * 
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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method and implementing system are provided in which 
the packaging for an item being shipped includes an item 
locator device for locating the item during shipment. The 
locator device is able to determine the location of the item 
being shipped through a Global Positioning System (GPS) 
or through another location-determining system such as a 
wireless telephone network. In an example, a sender main- 
tains a database at the sender's server containing informa- 
tion concerning each shipping transaction. A requester is 
enabled to log-on to a sender's website and access the 
database to determine the last location and time of query for 
the item being shipped. The requester may access the 
sender's database directly for the requested location infor- 
mation or initiate a call from the sender to the item being 
shipped to update the sender's database at the time of the 
call. In another embodiment, a requester is able to call the 
item locator device directly for the location information. 

24 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets 
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PACKAGE TRACKING SYSTEM 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

Subject matter disclosed and not claimed herein is dis- 
closed and claimed in related co-pending application, appli- 
cation Ser. No. 09/240444, which is assigned to the assignee 
of the present application and included herein by reference. 

HELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to information 
processing systems and more particularly to a methodology 
and implementation for locating objects being shipped 
between locations. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The shipping industry has experienced rapid growth in 
recent years. Much of the increased business is related to the 
business of the Internet and the ability to order items from 
websites using the Internet and having the ordered items 
delivered directly to the buyer's home. Many of the items 
ordered are quite expensive and the value of the items may 
exceed several thousand dollars, especially for computer 
systems, monitors and subsystems. In addition to large 
articles, important documents are also being shipped door- 
to-door as a standard method of shipping to insure timely 
and expedient delivery. With such shipments, it is both 
useful and important to be able to track the shipped article 
and be able to locate the article at any point during its 
journey from a sender to a receiver. As used herein, the terms 
"shipper" and "sender" are used interchangeably and refer to 
any entity sending, or contracting to send, an item from one 
location to another. 

In the past, shipping companies have been able to track 
such merchandise to some extent. For example, a customer 
may know if the merchandise has been picked-up from the 
sender's location, or whether the shipped merchandise has 
arrived at a warehouse at the receiver's location. Generally, 
however, there has been no way to accurately know the 
precise location of shipped merchandise at points 
in-between origin and destination locations. Such tracking 
systems usually always require the input of data by a 
sender's agent in order to be able to track items being sent. 
For example, articles may have a bar code which may be 
scanned as items are logged into various locations along the 
way. 

Thus there is a need for an improved tracking methodol- 
ogy which enables an interested party to determine a precise 
location of an article being sent at any point along the route 
from a sender to a receiver. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

A method and implementing system are provided in 
which an item being sent from a sender to a receiver includes 
an item locator device for locating the item during transit. In 
an exemplary embodiment, the item locator device includes 
a wireless telephone function coupled to an item location 
function. The location function is able to determine the 
location of the item being sent through a Global Positioning 
System (GPS) or through another location-determining sys- 
tem such as a wireless telephone network. The telephone 
portion of the locator device, is operable to return location 
information to a requester when the locator device telephone 
circuitry is called by the requester. In an example, a sender 
maintains a database at the sender's server containing infor- 
mation conceming each shipping transaction. A requester is 
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enabled to log-on to a sender's website and access the 
database to determine the last location and time of query for 
the item being shipped. The requester may access the 
sender's database directly for the requested location infor- 
5 mation or initiate a call from the sender to the item being 
shipped to update the sender's database at the time of the 
call. In another embodiment, a requester is able to call the 
item locator device directly for the location information. 

10 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

A better understanding of the present invention can be 
obtained when the following detailed description of a pre- 
ferred embodiment is considered in conjunction with the 
following drawings, in which: 

FIG. 1 is an illustration of a global enviromnent in which 
the present invention may be implemented; 

FIG 2 is a simplified schematic diagram showing a 
shipping container including a container locator compart- 
20 inent; 

FIG. 3 is an exemplary illustration of an exemplary 
database which is maintained by a sender's site; 

FIG 4 is a schematic block diagram illustrating an 
exemplary phone portion of a container locator device; 
2^ FIG. 5 is a schematic block diagram illustrating an 
exemplary position locator portion of a container locator 
device; 

FIG 6 is an exemplary block diagram of several of the 
major components of a computer system; 

FIG. 7 is an exemplary illustration of a sender's tracking 
page which may be accessed in tracking items shipped in 
accordance with the present invention; and 

FIG 8 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary opera- 
35 tional sequence which may be implemented in accordance 
with the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The various methods discussed herein may be imple- 

40 mented within a typical computer-related system which may 
include a workstation or personal computer. For example, 
the sender of an item being shipped may implement a server 
system and a customer or other requester may access the 
sender's server with a personal computer through an inter- 

45 connection network such as the Intemet. In general, an 
implementing computer system may include a plurality of 
processors in a multi-bus system in a network of similar 
systems. However, since the workstation or computer sys- 
tem used in practicing the present invention in an exemplary 

50 embodiment, is generally known in the art and composed of 
electronic components and circuits which are also generally 
known to those skilled in the art, circuit details beyond those 
shown are not specified to any greater extent than that 
considered necessary as illustrated, for the understanding 

55 and appreciation of the underlying concepts of the present 
invention and in order not to obfuscate or distract from the 
teachings of the present invention. 

In FIG 1, there is shown an illustration of a global 
environment in which the present invention may be imple- 

60 mented. As shown, a shipped item 13 is being shipped from 
a sender 11 to a receiver 15. The receiver 15 may be an agent 
of the sender, an interested third party or the ultimate 
receiver of the item being shipped, llie item being shipped 
13 is shown to include a locator compartment 17 which is 

65 used in the exemplary embodiment to contain a locator 
device within. The locator device in the compartment 17 is 
able to determine the device's position at any time by 
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reference to a GPS system, including GPS satellites 19 and 
21, or by reference to a wireless phone system which may 
include, for example, wireless towers 23, 25 and 27. Also 
shown in FIG. 1 is an interconnection network 33 such as the 
Internet, and a requester A 29 which may be any party 
interested in the progress of the shipment from the sender 11 
to the receiver 15. As illustrated, the requester is in com- 
munication with the sender site 11 and may also be coupled 
to the receiver site 15. The requester 29 may be using a 
personal computer or merely a wireless Internet device in 
communicating with the sender 11 or the receiver 15 through 
the network 33. 

In an exemplary operation, a requester is enable to com- 
municate with the sender site 11 and initiate, for example, a 
communication with the locator device on the shipped item 
13. The location information is transmitted from the shipped 
item 13 back to the sender's server U where it may be 
accessed by the requester. The location database may be 
stored both at the sender site 11 with a copy of the database 
at the receiver site 15. In an alternate operation, the requester 
A 29 may directly access the locator device on the shipped 
item through a wireless phone system for example, and 
receive location information directly from the shipped item 
13 without involving the sender 11 or the receiver 15, 

FIG. 2 is a simplified schematic diagram showing a 
shipping container 201 including a container locator com- 
partment 207. An article being shipped 203 is contained 
within packing material 205, The locator compartment 207 
is arranged to securely house a locator device which 
includes a location-determining device 211 and a wireless 
telephone 209 which is shown schematically in the drawing. 
It is noted that the phone portion of the locator device may 
actually be a standard cell phone or it may be one or more 
integrated circuits or chips which provide the telephonic 
functions performed in connection with the present inven- 
tion. 

FIG. 3 is an illustration of an exemplary database which 
is maintained by a sender site 11. As shown, the database 
contains a tracldng number for each article being shipped. 
Also shown is a cell phone number associated with each 
item together with the point of origin, the destination, the 
last location and the time and date that the last location was 
determined. The location field may, for example, contain the 
location in terms of a city as well as more precise map 
coordinates such as "GG-51" etc., which may be used to 
determine location in more detailed terms such as the nearest 
street intersection within the designated city. Such detailed 
information is selectively provided by the locator device 
within the item being shipped, and is selectively accessed by 
the requester A 29 or other interested party who is informed 
of the cell phone number of the locator device. 

FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram illustrating an 
exemplary phone portion of a container portable locator 
device 100. The device 100 comprises a telephone 110 and 
a position or location detector 150 (FIG. 5). The position 
detector 150 determines the position of the device 100 and 
provides that position information 175 to the telephone 110, 
The telephone then sends the position information 175 on a 
sent signal 125S through a telephone responder section 115 
and a telephone network to a requester 29. In a preferred 
embodiment, the telephone 110 is capable of sending the 
sent signal 1258 over a "free space" or wireless connection 
to the public telephone system whidi is sometimes referred 
to as the Public Switch Telephone Network (PSTN). Cellular 
telephones and networks are well known in the art. The 
telephone 110 can be any of those types of telephone 
handsets with certain additional features as hereinafter 
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described. In one preferred embodiment, a phone system 
called "Iridium" may be used. That particular system uses 
Iridium satellites to provide a reliable dial-tone to Iridium 
handsets anywhere in the world. Other communication 
5 networks may also be used in various implementations of 
the present invention. 

The telephone 110 has a standard power function 140, i.e. 
a battery, to power the memory 137 and access code section 
139 of the telephone. The telephone 110 will send telephone 
10 signals 125S through a telephone responder 115 to a tele- 
phone antenna 101. The telephone is arranged to receive 
phone signals 125R through antenna 101. The signals 125R 
will be processed by the telephone receiver 120. Optionally, 
the telephone will have a known caller ID process 135 that 
15 will identify a requester making a request of the device 100, 
e.g. by providing the telephone number of the requester. 

The telephone 110 has an interface 145 that performs the 
function of receiving position information 175 from the 
position detector 150. As required, the position information 
175 will be stored in phone memory 137 where it is accessed 
by a phone process 130 which transfers the position infor- 
mation 175 to the telephone responder 115. The re^onder 
115 sends the position information 175 on the sent signal 
125S to the requester which may be the sender 11, the 
' receiver 15, the requester A 29 or any other interested party 
calling the locator cell phone. In other embodiments, the 
phone process 130 is a simple memory 137 access similar to 
a memory read fimction. 
jQ The phone process may also perform other fimctions. For 
example, in one embodiment the phone process determines 
the requester identification from the call ID process 135. The 
process 130 then determines that the requester is listed in a 
requester access code memory 139 before the position 
information 175 is returned to the requester in the sent signal 
125S. In another embodiment, the phone process 130 moni- 
tors a clock and/or timer signal and causes the position 
information 175 to be accessed by a position information 
request 177 from the position detector 150 and sends the 
^ position information 175 on a sent signal 125S at predeter- 
mined times of the clock and/or at predetermined intervals 
of the timer 114, e.g. periodically every 10 minutes. In 
another embodiment, the process determines that a request 
has been received on the received signal 125R through the 
^ telephone antenna 101 and the receiver 120 and causes the 
position information 175 to be sent on the signal 125S in 
response to the request. 

FIG. 5 is a schematic block diagram illustrating an 
exemplary position locator portion of the locator device 100. 
50 The position detector 150 is any known device capable of 
determining its position on the small planet Earth. This 
includes GPS systems as well as cellular and other location 
determining systems. In a preferred embodiment, the posi- 
tion device 150 is a GPS position detection device that is 
55 capable of determining the position of the portable location 
device 100. The position detector 150 has a position antenna 
151 that receives position signals 170 from satellites, such as 
satellites 19 and 21 in the GPS. A position process uses the 
position signals 170 to determine the actual position of the 
60 portable locating device 100, i.e. the position information 
175. The position detector 150 has a power source 190, e.g. 
a battery, that may or may not be the same as the telephone 
power source 140. 

The position detector 150 includes a position interface 
65 195 that provides the position information to the telephone 
110. Optionally, the position interface 195 can receive 
position information requests 177 from the telephone HO. A 
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position memory 187 is provided as reqmred to store the As shown in FIG. 8, the tracking process begins 801 when 

position information 175. Optional secondary data 189 a user or requester log-on is detected 803. It is contemplated 

about the portable locating device 100 or person and/or that the user may have other options from which to select at 

object associated with the device 100 can also be provided the sender's website, however when tracking is requested 

in a secondary memory 189. 5 805, the appropriate menu is displayed 809 to the user to 

The phone interface 145 and/or position interface 195 input additional details such as the tracking number. If an 

may also be separate as shown or be a common interface. option other than tracking is selected, then the program goes 

Such interfaces are well known and examples of such to perform the selected option 807. If, after a predetermined 

interfaces 145 and 195 include direct memory access time, the requester has not entered the necessary information 

interfaces, general phone modems, and RS-232 interfaces, jq for tracking, the requester may be prompted to input the 

Other examples include PCMCIA cards or PC cards that are necessary information 813. After selected tracking informa- 

available in various types. Some receive an RJll phone line tion is input and the tracking command is received 811, the 

connection and others are especially made for cellular or sender's server gets 815 the appropriate cell phone number 

other wireless phones. Other interfaces that can convert the for the identified tracking number from the sender's 

position information 175, e.g. an ASCII or other binary database, and calls 817 the locator device 100 within the 

representation, into a format that can be communicated by a identified item 13 that is in transit. The location information 

telephone, e.g. tone signals, are also included within the is returned as noted above, and when the location is received 

scope of the disclosed implementation. 819 by the sender's server, the sender's database is updated 

It is noted that the timer clock 114, the phone memory 825 and the location information is sent to or otherwise 

137, the requester access code memory 139, the position 20 ^^^^ available to the user or requester 827 as the process 

memory 187, the secondary data memory 189, the power ends 829. The location information may be sent as a text 

140 and any other logic circuits, central processing units and phone message to the requester's wireless phone or simply 

system memory can reside solely in the telephone system made available on the sender's website for access by the 

110, solely in the position detector 150, outside the tele- requester through the requester's personal computer or other 

phone 110 and the position detector 150, or be independent 25 wireless device. If after a predetermined time, the location 

of the telephone 110 and the position detector 150 as information is not received by the sender's server, an error 

determined by a given design choice. message may be caused to be communicated to the requester 

In FIG. 6, there is shown several of the major electronic 821 in any of the above noted ways, and the process will 

subsystems which are included in an exemplary embodiment terminate 823. After the item being shipped is received at the 

of either or both the server system of the sender 11, the 30 receiver site 15, the database is updated to indicate that the 

receiver 15 or the computer system of the requester A 29. As corresponding locator device is available for use in oonnec- 

shown, a processor 601 is coupled to a system bus 603 which ^0° with another shipment. The locator device may be used 

may be any host system bus. It is noted that the processing in a subsequent shipment that originates at the receiver site 

methodology disclosed herein will apply to many different locator device may be returned to the sender site for 

bus and/or network configurations although only one 35 ^ in another shipment from the sender site. The database 

example is illustrated. A memory subsystem 605, a storage is updated continuously to maintain a record of where the 

device 607 and selected medium devices 609 such as a locator device is at any given time and whether or not it is 

diskette drive or a CD drive, are also shown connected to the associated with any particular shipment at any particular 

system bus 603. The information processing circuitry illus- time. 

trated in FIG. 6 is arranged to establish a communication 40 Th® method and apparatus of the present invention has 

link and initiate communication with other processing sys- been described in connection with a preferred embodiment 

tems and websites. The system, for example, may be con- as disclosed herein. The disclosed methodology may be 

nected through a network interface connection 613 to any implemented in a wide range of sequences, menus and 

appropriate network including the Internet, or to a gateway screen designs to accomplish the desired results as herein 

computer for connection to the Internet and selected web- 45 illustrated. Although an embodiment of the present inven- 

sites which contain useful information for access. The tion has been shown and described in detail herein, along 

exemplary system also includes an input interface 611 to with certain variants thereof, many other varied embodi- 

enable administrator input to the server system, and also a ments that incorporate the teachings of the invention may be 

videosystemfordisplayof various aspects of the designated easily constructed by those skilled in the art, and even 

transactions, including the sender's database information 50 included or integrated into a processor or CPU or other 

(FIG. 3) at the various site locations. larger system integrated circuit or chip. The disclosed meth- 

FIG. 7 is an illustration of an exemplary sender's tracking odology may also be implemented solely in program code 

page 701 which may be accessed through interconnection executed to achieve the beneficial results as described 

network 33 by a requester in tracking items shipped in herein. Accordingly, the present invention is not intended to 

accordance with the present invention. As shown, in addition 55 limited to the specific form set forth herein, but on the 

to the normal browser format and menu, the display contains contrary, it is intended to cover such alternatives, 

a block 703 into which a requester may insert the tracking modifications, and equivalents, as can be reasonably 

number of the article being shipped. This number may be included within the spirit and scope of the invention, 

made known to interested parties including the receiver 15 What is claimed is: 

and the requester A 29, when it is input to the sender's 60 1- A method for determining location of an item being 
database when the item is packaged and shipped. After a shipped from a sender to a receiver, said method comprising: 
requester inputs the tracking number 703, the requester may providing a contain er for receiving said item, said con- 
elect to cancel the query or to continue the query by pointing tamer being arranged with a receptacle for receiving a 
and clicking the pointer 707 on the hypertext "TRACK locator device; 

ITEM" 705 for example. At that time, the sender's server 65 placing said locator device in said receptacle, said locator 

will initiate a process as set forth in flowchart form in FIG. device including wireless telephone circuitry coupled 

^- to a position detecting device; and 
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placing a call to said wireless telephone circuitry, said 15. Hie method as set forth in claim 5 wherein said sender 

wireless telephone circuitry being responsive to a computer system comprises a server, said requester being 

receipt of said call for returning signals representative enabled to access said server through a wireless device, 

of a position of said container as determined by said 16. The method as set forth in claim 15 wherein said 
ocatmg device. ^ ^ , , . , ^ re quester is enabled to access sa id server through a network. 

2. The method as set forth in claim 1 wherein said c^cinecSon; " ^ " 

receptacle is a compartment inside of said container. * i'j Th«. ^ * p • i - u • -j 

1 xko ^^tu^A * i- *t. • 1 • ^ L • 1'- Th® method as set forth in claim 16 wherem said 

J. ine metnoa as set forth m claim 1 wherein said * i - , 

r^n^r^t^r^u ^^oki^ 'A * 1 u " netwofk conneclion IS an Intemct connecUoH, 

receptacle is portable, said receptacle bemg selectively , *p *u - i ■ ^ i. 

detachable from said container. lo ""^^"^ ^ ^""'^ ^^^"^ ^ "^^^'^"^ 

4. The method as set forth in claim 1 and further including ^^^P^^^^^ system comprises a server, said requester being 
returning said locator device to said sender after said con- enabled to access said server through a personal computer 
tainer arrives at said receiver, said method further including system. 

maintaining a database of positions of said container as ^® method as set forth in claim 18 wherein said 
transmitted from said locator device to said sender. 15 requester is enabled to access said server through a network 

5. A method for determining locatioa of an item being connection. 

shipped from a sender to a receiver, said method comprising: Th^ method as set forth in claim 19 wherein said 

coupling a locator device to said item, said locator device network connection is an Internet connection, 

including wireless telephone circuitry coupled to a 21. Tlie method as set forth in claim 1 wherein said locator 
position detecting device, said locator device being 20 device is arranged to determine a position of said locator 

selectively operable for determining a location of said ^^^^^ relative to a global satellite system, 

item, said wireless telephone circuitry being responsive method as set forth in claim 1 wherein said locator 

to a receipt of a telephone call for returning signals device is arranged to determine a position of said locator 

representative of said location of said item as deter- device relative to a network of cellular telephone stations 
mined by said locating device; and 25 covering a predetermined geographical area, 

enabling a requester to access a sender computer system, . ^ '^°'f "^^^ including machine readable coded 

said sender computer system being selectively operable "^^'""^ ""^^ T''f T ^"^^ ^^^^^,^^y ^upled 

to provide a said location of said item to said requester. ' device to processing circuitry withm a 

6. Hie method as set forth in claim 5 wherein said location «^°^P;jf ^V^^^^^ ^eadmg device bemg selecUvely 
is provided in response to an input from said requester. '^'^ '^^^^^^^ coded mdicia and 

7. The method as set forth in claim 6 wherein ^id sender P"^""'^^ P'^^^"™ "'^^^^ representative thereof, said pro- 
computer system is operable in response to said input to P^^.^^S"^ being effective to process a determination of 
communicate with said locator device to detemiine a current •1'°' '^F'"* ^"""^ ' "^"i^'i ' 
location of said item, said locator device being further '^^f ''^!^ ^"^"^ f^^PP^^ '^^^''''ff ? .^^^^'^i 
operable for transmitting said current location to said sender said locator device being capable of determining and 
computer system selecUvely transmitting a location of said locator device to 

8. The method as set forth in claim 6 wherein said sender f\ computing system, said program signals being selec- 
computer system includes a location database, said location ^ operable tor. 

database being periodically updated by said locator device enabling a requester to access said computer system; 
with information concerning a location of said item, said ^ providing a requester interface to said computer system to 

sender computer system being operable in response to,said enable said requester to provide input to said computer 

input to access said database to provide a recent location of system; and 

said item to said requester. responding to said input to provide a location of said 

9. The method as set forth in claim 8 wherein a copy of locator device lo said requester, said program signals 
said location database is maintained at an alternate computer being fiirther effective for maintaining a database con- 
site remote from said sender, said requester being enabled to taining a sequence of positions through which said item 
make said input to said altemate computer site. has passed along a route traveled by said item, and 

10. The method as set forth in claim 8 wherein said enabling an updating of said database when said item 
location database includes a series of locations corre^ond- has arrived at said receiver and when said locator 
ing to a sequence of points along a route traveled by said ^° device is returned to said sender. 

item from said sender to said receiver. 24. A processing system at a sender site, said processing 

11. Hie method as set forth in claim 10 wherein said system including a system bus, a processor, a memory 
location database includes a series of times corresponding to system, and a network interface, all coupled to said system 
times when said sequential points were determined. bus, said processing system being operable in response to an 

12. The method as set forth in claim 10 wherein said input from a requester for providing a location of an item 
location database further includes a tracking reference indi- being shipped from said sender to a receiver, said processing 
cium corresponding to each of a plurality of items being system being selectively operable for maintaining a database 
shipped, said location database further including a phone containing a sequence of positions through vWiich said item 
number for said wireless telephone circuitry for each of said has passed along a route traveled by said item, said pro- 
tracking reference indicia. ^ cessing system being further selectively operable for 

13. The method as set forth in claim 12 wherein said enabling an updating of said database when said item has 
requester is given access to only said tracking number. arrived at said receiver and also when said locator device is 

14. The method as set forth in claim 12 wherein said returned to said sender, 
requester is given access to said phone number after input- 
ting an appropriate tracking number. * * « « * 



Copy provided by USPTO from the PIRS Image Database on 10/08/2007 



us 200601 19471 Al 

(19) United States 

(12) Patent Application Publication (lo) Pub. No.: US 2006/0119471 Al 

Rudolph et al. (43) Pub. Date: Jun. 8, 2006 



(54) MATERIALS HANDLING, TRACKING AND 
CONTROL SYSTEM 

(76) Inventors: Richard F. Rudolph, Mason, OH (US); 

Ernest A, Elliot, Villa Hills, KY (US); 
Mark A. Mathews, Cincinnati, OH 
(US) 

Coirespondence Address: 
INTERNATIONAL PAPER COMPANY 
6285 TRI-RIDGE BOULEVARD 
LOVELAND, OH 45140 (US) 

(21) Appl. No.: 09/837,351 

(22) Filed: Apr. 17, 2001 

Related U.S. Application Data 

(60) Provisional application No. 60/197,896, filed on Apr. 
17, 2000, 



Publication Classification 



(51) Int. CI. 

H04Q 5/22 (2006.01) 

(52) U.S. CI 340/10^1; 340/10.51; 340/572.1 



(57) 



ABSTRACT 



A product information system comprises a product package, 
container or support having an RFID tag including data 
memory means for storing at least a unique digital identi- 
fication code for the product and at least one remote storage 
access code, including a URL, for accessing additional 
dynamic and/or static data associated with the product which 
is stored outside the tag and container, the system being 
operative to retrieve the identification code and remote 
access code and to access the additional data via the Internet. 
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MATERIALS HANDLING, TRACKING AND 
CONTROL SYSTEM 

RELATED APPLICATION 

[0001] This application claims the priority of U.S. Provi- 
sional Application No. 60/197,896, filed Apr. 17, 2000 
which is herein incorporated by reference. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] This invention relates to the field of packaging, and 
more particularly to a product container, support and/or 
packaging which is provided with capabilities to interface 
with computer systems and database systems to facilitate 
handling, tracking and control of packaged products. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] Currently, there often is a need to access a signifi- 
cant amount of MSDS (Material Safety Data Sheet) infor- 
mation associated with products as they move through their 
Ufe cycles. There is a need to associate accurate and up to 
date MSDS information and product tracking information of 
various types with either a type of product or even with a 
specific individual item of that type. Data retrieval and 
association (tracking) of specific, correct types and items of 
product are often arduous, time consuming, error prone and 
sometimes impossible tasks with currently available sys- 
tems. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0004] The present invention relates to a system utilizing 
an RFID (Radio Frequency IDentification) tag, wherein the 
RFID tag provides one or more links, for example, either 
locally or via the Internet, to MSDS or other dynamic or 
fixed information databases for one or many products, 
mcluding individual items of one or many particular types of 
products. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

[0005] A more complete understanding of the present 
invention may be obtained fix)m consideration of Ae fol- 
lowing description in conjunction with the drawing in 
which: 

[0006] FIG. 1 is a functional diagram of a system accord- 
ing to the present invention in which local and remotely 
stored product information is accessed; 

[0007] FIG. 2 is a functional diagram of a system accord- 
ing to the invention in which locally stored product infor- 
mation is accessed, and 

[0008] FIG. 3 is a functional diagram of a Radio Fre- 
quency Identification syston employing the present inven- 
tion. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0009] Although the present invention is particularly well 
suited for tracking product movement and retrieving MSDS 
and product information, and will be so described, the 
present invention is equally well suited for use where 
accurate and up to date information of other types is to be 
associated with a particular product type or item. 



[0010] Referring to FIG. 3, a Radio Frequency Identifi- 
cation (RFID) system 300 employing the present invention 
comprises a coil or other type of antenna 302, a transceiver 
(with decoder) 304, and a transponder (commonly called an 
RFID tag) 306 programmed with unique stored information 
(data). The identification tag 306 contains encoded data 
corresponding to a unique item identification code along 
with a limited amount of other product related and/or 
"lookup" data. 

[0011] The antenna 302 typically receives and sends radio 
fi-equency signals to activate tag 306 and to read and write 
data to and fit)m the tag 306. Antenna 302 may be any one 
of a variety of shapes and sizes. For example, antenna 302 
can be built into a doorway to receive tag data fix)m or to 
write data to product containers, supports, packages or other 
things passing through the doorway. An electromagnetic 
field produced by antenna 302 can be constantly present 
when muhiple tags may be expected to pass through the 
doorway in a more or less continuous or regular stream. If 
constant intorogation is not required, a sensor device may 
be provided to activate die field when required (for example, 
when an item approaches the threshhold). 

[0012] Often the antenna 302 is configured with the trans- 
ceiver/decoder 304 to become a reader (intenogator) 308, 
which can be configured, for example, as a hand held or a 
fixed-mount device. The reader 308 emits radio fi-equency 
waves 310 across distances of anywhere from one inch to 
one hundred feet or more, depending on the signal power 
output and the operational radio fi-equency used. When an 
RFID tag 306 passes through an electromagnetic sensing 
zone 312, tag 306 detects the activation signal of reader 308 
and responds by emitting code-containing radio fiiequency 
waves 314. Tag 306 itself may include an antenna (see, for 
example, FIG. 1 and related discussion below). The reader 
308 decodes the data encoded in an integrated circuit 
(memory) of RFID tag 306 and the data is passed to a host 
computer (see FIG. 1) for processing. 

[0013] RFID tag 3 06 may come in a wide variety of shapes 
and sizes. RFID tag 306 may be categorized as either passive 
or active. Active RFID tags 306 may be powered by an 
internal battery (not shown) and typically have read/write 
capabilities; i.e. tag data can be rewritten or modified. The 
memory capacity of an active tag 306 will differ according 
to application requirements. Some RFID systems operate, 
for example, with 1 MB of internal memory. In a typical 
read/write RFID system 300, a tag 306 can provide a set of 
instructions or information and the tag 306 can receive and 
store encoded information. This encoded information or data 
then becomes part of the recorded history of the tagged 
product 316. The battery power of an active tag 306 gener- 
ally gives it a greater read range. The trade ofF is greater size, 
higher cost and a more limited operating life. 

[0014] Passive RFID tags 306 operate without a separate 
external power source and obtain operating power &om the 
reader 308. Passive tags 306 consequently are usually lighter 
in weight than active tags 306, are less expensive and offer 
a theoretically unlimited operational lifetime. A trade off is 
that passive tags 306 generally have a smaller read range 
than active tags and typically require a higher powered 
reader. 

[0015] Read-only tags 306 typically are passive and are 
programmed with a unique set of data (usually 32 to 128 
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bits) that cannot be modified (write once). Read-only tags 
306 most often serve as a key or index into a database in 
much the same way as a barcode references a database 
which contains modifiable product-specific information. 

[0016] Frequency ranges also distinguish RFID systems 
300. Low frequency (30 KHz to 500 KHz) systems typically 
have short reading ranges and lower system costs. These low 
frequency systems are most commonly used in security, 
access, asset tracking and animal identification applications. 
Higher frequency (850 MHz to 950 MHz and 2.4 GHz to 2.5 
GHz ) systems typically offer long read ranges (greater than 
ninety feet) and higher reading rates. 

[0017] A significant advantage of RPID systems 300 is the 
non-contact, non-line-of-sight nature of the technology. Tags 
306 can be read through a variety of conditions such as 
snow, fog, ice, paint, crusted grime, and other visually and 
environmentally challenging conditions where barcodes or 
other optically read technologies would be at a disadvan- 
tage. RFID tags 300 can also be read in challenging situa- 
tions at liigh rates, responding in typical cases in on the order 
of one hundred milliseconds. 

[0018] The range that can be achieved with an RFID 
system 300 is determined essentially by power available at 
the reader/interrogator 308 to communicate with tag 306, 
power available within the tag 306 to respond and environ- 
mental conditions, including surrounding structures. 

[0019] In FIG. 1, a materials handling, tracking and 
control system according to one embodiment of the present 
invention is illustrated. As is shown in FIG. 1, an RFID tag 
102 is attached to a product support or package or container 
101. The RFID tag 102 contains a stored, unique identifi- 
cation code and stored product reference information. The 
latter may be used to trigger a database query m the form of 
an HTNtt. (Hyper Text Markup Language) link via the 
Internet to a remotely located MSDS or other product- 
related information database 105 stored in one or more 
Internet web servers or database servers 104. Database 105 
contains, for example, product name and/or nvunber, manu- 
facturer's name, item serial number, quantity in the package 
101, shipping history (which is updated over time), Material 
Safety Data Sheet information (similarly updated), detailed 
product information, product operating instructions, manu- 
facturing data and such other information as may be of value 
to a manufacturer, warehouseman, wholesaler, etc. in the 
chain of commerce. As indicated, the MSDS and other data 
in database 105 can be updated and maintained accurate, in 
contrast to physical MSDS documents attached to a product 
at the time of manufacture which is ciurent, at best, as of the 
date of printing. By means of an interrogator/reader 103, the 
RFID tag 102 is activated so that the MSDS or other 
information in database 105 may be accessed quickly in the 
event of an occurrence such as an accident or emergency. 
Information necessary for a HAZMAT response or for use 
by rescue, fire, emergency medical or clean up personnel can 
be available immediately and with a high confidence factor 
as to accuracy. Even in compromised conditions such as 
darkness, smoke, or cold, the MSDS or other infonnation 
can be accessed without physical contact or undue proximity 
to the package or container 101. 

[0020] In one sequence of warehouse operations, such as 
at a production site, upon packing of container 101, a label 
including a conventional optical barcode and text, is applied 



to container 101. As part of the labeling process, Internet 
URL (Uniform Resource Locater) data pertaining to each 
package (item) 101 is stored in a database either at the place 
where labeling occurs or on an Internet server 104 accessible 
fi'om that location. Typically, an operator optically reads the 
barcode on each item received and, using a scanner, deter- 
mines ihs URL and other product identifying information to 
be written on RFID tag 102. The scanner transmits the data 
to an RFID writer to produce the smart label on package 101 . 
Alternatively, the RFID tag 102 and associated barcode label 
are produced as an integral step in the manufacturing 
process of the container 101 itself, using similar steps and 
information sources as described above. 

[0021] The B^ID tag 102 typically contains a unique 
identification number, a URL address, a "From" field to 
identify the source of the package 101 and a "To" field to 
identify its destination. The URL address on tag 102 will 
automatically connect a user to a website which provides 
information such as trade name, manufacturer, product num- 
ber, quantity per package, etc. Updated MSDS information 
may also be provided at the website. Tracking information 
such as SKU, serial number, container type, weight, cus- 
tomer purchase order number (where applicable), history of 
storage locations, dates and times, names of operators, and 
a host of other pertinent information readily may be stored 
remotely and made accessible locally as needed. With 
respect to manufacturing data, items such as date of manu- 
facture, plant location and number, line number, lot number, 
warranty information and of the order of ten to twenty user 
customizable fields for additional information may be pro- 
vided. Additional information such as product specifica- 
tions, quality control testing, directions for use, repair infor- 
mation or spare parts ordering may also be included, all 
within the storage capabilities of the system. 

[0022] Warehouse operators and customers will be able to 
interrogate RFID tag 101 using, for example, at least two 
different types of hand held terminals 103 (HHT). A"basic" 
HHT 103 is contemplated as a wireless terminal having a 
display and the capability to connect to the Intemet, HHT 
103 also contains an RFID reader/writer. Such a terminal 
103 is primarily for use in a warehouse after a product 
container 101 is received for put-away and picking opera- 
tions. Such a basic HHT 103 displays fields such as task 
number, task type (pick or put-away), item requested, quan- 
tity requested, location, operator number, date and time. An 
"advanced" HHT is also contemplated which has all of the 
features of the basic HHT and, in addition, can access the 
full Intemet database for information such as product infor- 
mation, MSDS, tracking, manufacturing data, specifications, 
quality control data and ability to order additional product. 
The advanced HHT may also be linked to a hard copy 
device, if desired, 

[0023] Different levels of access and ability to write or 
enter data can be controlled by means of operator ID 
information and password or PIN infonnation in a custom- 
aiy manner for handling databases. Warehouse operators can 
be directed by the Basic HHT to pick and put-away loca- 
tions, as well as to other locations on site such as truck bay 
or loading dock. Correct location can be confirmed in a 
mapped site by means of, for example, red and green pilot 
lights appearing on the Basic HHT as location changes. 
Operators can update the new "to" location and the system 
stores the "fix>m" location as the prior '*to" location. The 
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item's current movement can be preserved on tag 102 itself 
to insure accurate location information availability even 
whra Internet access is not available. 

[0024] As shown in FIG. 2, the RFID tag 102 may carry 
an additional small amount of frequently used data, with 
access to other information being obtained through associ- 
ated local or remote databases outside of the package, 
support, container or product itself. 

[0025] While the various aspects of the invention have 
been described in connection with certain preferred embodi- 
ments, it should also be apparent that modifications may be 
made within the scope of the foregoing without departing 
from the broadest aspects of the invention as set forth in the 
following claims. Accordingly, this description is to be 
construed as illustrative only and is for the purpose of 
teaching those skilled in the art the best mode of carrying out 
the invention as currently contemplated. Details of the 
structure and its operation may be varied without departing 
from the invention. 

1. A product information system comprising: 
a product container; 

an RFID tag associated with said container having data 
memory means for storing at least a unique digital 
identification code for said container and at least one 
remote storage access code for accessing additional 
data associated with said container and stored outside 
said tag m^ory means wherein the RFID tag includes 
at least two read or write updatable fields in said tag 
memory that contain data being associated therewith; 
and 

means for retrieving said unique digital identification 
code said remote access storage code from said 
memory means. 

2. A product information system according to claim 1 
wherein: 

said means for retrieving comprises an interrogator for 
accessing said memory of said tag and for utilizing said 
identification code and said remote storage access code 
to retrieve information uniquely associated with said 
container. 

3. A product information syst^ according to claim 2 

wherein: 

said uniquely associated information comprise Material 
Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) information for contents of 
said contains. 



4. A product information system according to claim 3 
wherein: 

said MSDS information is updated and is stored remotely 
from said product container. 

5. A product information system according to claim 4 
wherein: 

said interrogator is coupled via an internet connection to 
said updated MSDS information. 

6. A product information system according to claim 5 
wherein: 

said interrogator is coupled via said Internet coimection to 
at least one data processor which has access to MSDS 
information for at least one or a plurality of products. 

7. A product information system according to claim 6 
wherein: 

said interrogator further has a access to historical infor- 
mation uniquely associate with said container as iden- 
tified by its unique digital identification code. 

8. A product information system according to claim 7 
wherein: 

said inteiTogator has access to manufacture *s information 
uniquely associated with each of a plurality of con- 

9. A^metho^^of providing accessible product related 
informationHmquely associated with each product container 
comprising: 

placing an RFID tag an Internet product container, said 
tag having a unique coded identifier for each said 
contamer, 

storing in said RFID tag additional historical information 
unique to said product container, and 

interrogating said RFID tag and coupling to an intemet 
connection to provide unique historical information 
relating to the specific container and its product con- 
tents and wherein the RFID tag includes at least two 
read or write updatable fields in said tag memory that 
contain data being associated therewith. 

10. A method of providing product information according 
to claim 9 wherein: 

said historical information is selected from the group 
consisting of MSDS, Manufacturer's identity, date of 
manufacture, product number, item serial number and 
history of storage locations for said container. 

***** 
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ABSTRACT 



A method for consumer product promotion through the 
Internet. A consumer purchases a package containing a 
consumer product identified by a universal product code and 
having a package identification number unique to the pack- 
age. The consumer can access to a Web site to play an 
Internet game offered therein upon presentation of the 
package identification number to the Web site if the package 
identification number satisfies the following two conditions: 
(1) the format of the package identification number matches 
a predetermined format, and (2) the package identification 
number has not been presented yet. 
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METHOD OF CONSUMER PRODUCT 
PROMOTION OVER THE INTERNET USING 
UNIQUE PRODUCT PACKAGE NUMBERS 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED PATENT 
APPLICAnON 

[0001] This application claims the benefit, pursuant to 35 
U.S.C. § 120, of provisional U.S. Patent Application Ser. 
No. 60/206,573, filed May 23, 2000 entiUed "METHODS 
OF COMMERCIAL PROMOTIONS USING AN INTER- 
NET GAME SCHEME HAVING UNIQUE PRODUCT 
PACKAGE NUMBERS." 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0002] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0003] The present invention generally relates to con- 
sumer product promotion. More particularly, the present 
invention relates to methods and apparatus for consumer 
product promotion through the Internet iising unique product 
package numbers. 

[0004] 2. Description of the Related Art 

[0005] Success of many consumer products depends on a 
successful marketing strategy. A common marketing strat- 
egy is for manufacturers to offer discount coupons, either in 
electronic form or in traditional paper form, which often use 
a Universal Product Code ("UPC") as an identification of a 
specific product and a particular manufacturer. One disad- 
vantage of this approach is that the manufacturer who uses 
this marketing strategy has the administrative inconvenience 
and cost associated with preparing, distributing and collect- 
ing the coupons, which may negatively affect the desire of 
a manufacturer to utilize the marketing strategy. Moreover, 
burdens on consumers to collect, clip and properly use Uie 
coupons at the point of sale often limit the effectiveness of 
this approach. 

[0006] With recent proliferation in personal computers, 
the availability of on-line services and the Internet, another 
marketing strategy is to use the Internet to provide a variety 
of Internet games, such as match games including Biogq and 
Keno, knowledge-based games such as spelling games, and 
skill-based games, to attract consumers and potential con- 
siuners for consumer products. Part or all of the universal 
product codes that designate these products and manufac- 
turers may be used as Internet access passwords or keys. 
This marketing strategy provides a low cost promotion 
method and is capable of reaching consumers worldwide. 
However, because these passwords may be used repeatedly 
by a consumer, who may just purchase one product to gain 
access to the Internet game, a merchant may not achieve the 
full potential of the promotion by using this strategy. 

[0007] Therefore, there exists a need for methods and 
system for consumer product promotion through the Internet 
that not only are attractive to consumers and potential 
consimiers but may generate sales of a product as well. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] The present invention provides methods and sys- 
tem for consumer product promotion through the Internet by 
offering an Internet game that offers prizes and is accessible 
by using a package identification number as a password. 



where the package identification number is uniquely asso- 
ciated with a package containing the consumer product and 
can only be used once to access the Internet game. By 
limiting the opportunity to play the Internet game to a 
consumer who has access to a package identification number 
that is valid for one entry only and offering the opportunity 
to wi n prizes by^ playingjhejntsmetgame, the consimier is 
encouraged to purcl^ase mo^ epackages containing the con- 
sumer producTandcarrying ^eps^^ge identification num- 
bers for more chances to play and win. Thus, the present 
invention generates brand loyalty in consumers and pro- 
motes the consumer product. 

[0009] In one aspect of the present invention, a method for 
constuner product promotion through the Internet includes 
the steps of providing a plurality of packages each contain- 
ing a consumer product identified by a universal product 
code to at least one consumer and establishing a package 
identification number having a predetermined format for 
each package, wherein the package identification numbers 
for the plurality of packages form a group of package 
identification numbers. The method further includes the 
steps of storing the package identification number for each 
package in a first database, establishing a cross-reference 
between the group of package identification numbers and the 
universal product code, storing the cross-reference between 
the group of package identification numbers and the univer- 
sal product code in the first database, and employing a Web 
browser program to run a Web site that offers an Internet 
game, wherein the Web site is electronically coupled to the 
first database. The method permits access to the Internet 
game by the at least one consumer to play the Internet game 
upon p resentation of a package identificati on number having 
the predetermined format over the internet <^nlj> if the 
package identification number jias not been presented ye t. 
and denies access to the Internet game by the at least one 
cons\]ffier to play the Interact game upon presentation of a 
package identification number having the predetermined 
over the Internet if the package identification number has 
been presented. 

[0010] According to one embodiment of the invention, 
once the access to the Internet game is granted, the method 
includes the steps of employing the Web browser program to 
allow the at least one consumer to interactively play the 
Internet game, and rewarding the at least one consumer 
according to the outcome of the Internet game with one or 
more packages of the consumer product, one or more 
packages of other consimier products, or one or more 
opportunities to play the Internet game. If the access to the 
Internet game is denied, the method includes the steps of 
employing the Web browser program to allow the consumer 
to select another Internet-related activity other than the 
Internet game, and rewarding the consimier according to the 
outcome of the Internet-related activity with one or more 
packages of the consimier product, one or more packages of 
other consumer products, or one or more opportunities to 
play the Internet game. 

[0011] In another aspect, the present invention relates to a 
method for consumer product promotion through the Inter- 
net. The method includes the steps of providing a package 
containing a consumer product identified by a universal 
product code to a consumer, establishing a package identi- 
fication number having a predetermined format for the 
package, employing a Web browser program to run a Web 
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site that offers an Internet game, and permitting access to the 
Internet game by the consumer to play the Internet game 
upon presentation of the package identification number over 
the Internet when the package identification number satisfies 
the following two conditions: 

[0012] (i) the format of the package identification 
number matches a predetermined format, and 

[0013] (ii) the package identification number has not 
been presented yet. 

[0014] Moreover, the method includes the step of denying 
access to the Internet game by the consumer to play the 
Internet game upon presentation of the package identifica- 
tion number over the Internet when the package identifica- 
tion number satisfies at least one of the following two 
conditions: 

[0015] (i) the format of the package identification 
number is not in match with the predetermined 
format; and 

[0016] (ii) the package identification number has 
been presented. 

[0017] In yet another aspect, the present invention relates 
to a system for consumer product promotion through the 
Internet, wherein the consumer product is identified by a 
universal product code and provided in a package to a 
consumer. In one embodiment, the system includes a num- 
ber generator for establishing a package identification num- 
ber having a format for the package, a memory device, and 
a processor coupled to the memory device and performing 
the following steps of employing a Web browser program to 
run a Web site that offers an Internet game, wherein the Web 
site is electronically coupled to the memory device, and 
permitting access to the Internet game by the consumer to 
play the Internet game upon presentation of the package 
identification number over the Internet when the package 
identification number satisfies the following two conditions: 

[0018] (1) the format of the package identification 
number matches a predetermined format; and 

[0019] (2) the package identification number has not 
been presented yet. 

[0020] Additionally, the processor further performs the 
step of denying access to the Web site by the consumer to 
play the Internet game upon presentation of the package 
identification number over the Internet when the package 
identification number satisfies at least one of the following 
two conditions: 

[0021] (1) the format of the package identification 
number is not in match with the predetermined 
format; and 

[0022] (2) the package identification number has 
been presented. 

[0023] The present invention further includes a computer 
program product in a computer readable medium of instruc- 
tions. The computer program product has instructions within 
the computer readable medium for running a Web site that 
offers an Internet game. Furthermore, the computer program 
product has instructions within the computer readable 
medium for permitting access to the Internet game by a user 
to play the Intemet game upon presentation of a package 



identification number over the Internet when the package 
identification number satisfies the following two conditions: 

[0024] (1) the format of the package identification 
nimiber matches a predetermined format; and 

[0025] (2) the package identification number has not 
been presented yet, wherein the package identifica- 
tion number is associated with a package containing 
a consumer product identified by a universal product 
code. 

[0026] Additionally, the computer program product 
includes instructions within the computer readable medium 
for denying access to the Internet game by the user to play 
the Internet game upon presentation of the package identi- 
fication number over the Intemet when the package identi- 
fication number satisfies at least one of the following two 
conditions: 

[0027] (i) the format of the package identification 
number is not in match with the predetermined 

format; and 

[0028] (ii) the package identification number has 
been presented. 

[0029] In one embodiment of the present invention, the 
consumer product is popcorn and the package containing 
popcorn is microwaveable. Alternatively, the consumer 
product can be other tangible products or even services that 
can be promoted by a brochure, for example. The package 
identification number is printed on the package and acces- 
sible by the consumer. Alternatively, the package identifi- 
cation number is printed on a printing medium that is 
associated with the package, where the printing medium can 
be a sticker or a label. 

[0030] These and other aspects will become apparent from 
the following description of the preferred embodiment taken 
in conjunction with the following drawings, although varia- 
tions and modifications may be effected without departing 
from the spirit and scope of the novel concepts of the 
disclosure. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0031] FIG. 1 is a schematic representation of a system for 
the consumer product promotion over the Intemet according 
to the present invention. 

[0032] FIG. 2 is a schematic representation of a package 
having a PIN number and a UPC code that can be utilized 
in the inventive system shown in FIG. 1. 

[0033] FIG. 3 is a flow chart showing one method for 
consumer product promotion over the Internet according to 
the present invention. 

[0034] FIG. 4 is a flow chart showing a process related to 
the method as shown in FIG. 3. 

[0035] FIG. 5 is a schematic representation of a Web site 
that can be utilized in the inventive system shown in FIG. 
1. 

[0036] FIG. 6 is a flow chart showing an alternative 
methcwl for consumer product promotion over the Internet 
according to the present invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0037] A preferred embodiment of the invention is now 
described in detail. Referring to the drawings, like numbers 
indicate like parts throughout the views. As used in the 
description herein and throughout the claims that follow, the 
meaning of "a ""an," and "the" includes plural reference 
unless the context clearly dictates otherwise. Also, as used in 
the description herein and throughout the claims that follow, 
the meaning of "in" includes "in" and "on" unless the 
context clearly dictates otherwise. 

[0038] With reference to FIG. 1, the numeral 1 generally 
refers to a centralized processing system for the inventive 
method and system for consumer product promotion through 
the Internet. The centralized processing system 1 includes a 
processor or CPU 2 to which are connected to memory 
device 4 and output device 5. Additionally, CPU 2 has a 
random number generator 3 that can generate numbers 
randomly or pseudo-randomly. The memory device 4 has at 
least one database resident therein. In the embodiment as 
shown in FIG. 1, memory device 4 has a first database 4a 
and a second database 45. Memory device 4 can have 
additional space. The output device 5 may include a printing 
device that can print a number generated by the random 
number generator 3 to a package 7. CPU 2 also employs a 
Web browser program to run a Web site 6 that, among other 
things, offers an Intemet game. 

[0039] The package 7 contains at least one consumer 
product that is identified by a Universal Product Code 
("UPC"). FIG. 2 shows an exemplary package 27 in a bag 
form that contains microwaveable popcorns manufactured 
by Soller Ltd., Bennettsville, S.C. 29512. Package 27 can be 
formed from paper stock, paperboard, plastics or like. On 
one side of the package 27, side 30, there are imprinted a 
package identification number 32 ("PIN") unique to the 
package 27 and a UPC code 34. The PIN number 32 is 
generated by the random number generator 3. For security 
purposes, the PIN number 32 has at least 6 digits, preferably 
more than 10 digits, providing several billion possible code 
combinations. For the embodiment shown in FIG- 2, the 
PIN number 32 has 16 digits. The PIN number 32 can be 
directly imprinted to the package 27. Alternatively, the PIN 
number 32 may be imprinted on a printing medium, such as 
a sticker or a label, which then can be associated with the 
Package 27. The UPC code 34 contains a bar code portion 
36 and a digital portion 38. Generally, UPC bar code is used 
to identify products for point of sale retail applications such 
as grocery and retail stores. UPC bar code includes 4 parts: 
the first number is the system identifier, next 5 digits are the 
manufacturers assigned number, next 5 digits are the manu- 
facturer's own assigned product number and the last digit is 
the check digit. As an example, the digital portion 38 as 
shown in FIG. 2 has a combination (6 99804 00005 5). 

[0040] The package 27 may have a marked portion 40 
containing a promotion "Play *n' Win"42, a trademark 
POPZ 44 and an Internet IP address www.gopopz.com 46. 
The package 27 may also have a text portion 48 displaying 
Nutrition Facts 50. Other additional information in form of 
text, graphical or both can be displayed on the package 27 
as well. 

[0041] With proper identification and having product 
packed therein, package 7 enters the stream of commerce 9 



to reach consumers. Once a consumer obtains a package 7, 
the consumer can then use the package identification number 
associated with the package 7 to access the Web site 6 
through a communication network or Internet 24 from a 
terminal device or a computer 8. 

[0042] In one embodiment of the present invention, com- 
puter 8 has a host processor 12 with a display 14, such as a 
monitor, having a graphic-user interface (GUI) 20 display- 
ing data, text and graphic information and a key board 
receiving inputs from a user. The host processor 12 may 
have at least one peripheral device 10, shown here as a 
printer, in operative communication with the host processor 
12. The printer 10 and host processor 12 can be in commu- 
nication through any media, such as a direct wire connection 
18, or through a network. The GUI 20 is generated by a GUI 
code as part of the operating system (O/S) of the host 
processor 12. The host processor 12 also is in communica- 
tion with the Internet 24 through any media, such as a direct 
wire connection 22, or through another network. 

[0043] FIG. 3 shows a first embodiment method 300 of 
the present invention to utilize the inventive system 100 
shown in FIG. 1 for consiuner product promotion through 
the Internet. At step 301, a plurality of packages are provided 
with each containing a consumer product identified by a 
universal product code. At step 303, a package identification 
number ("PIN") having a predetermined format is estab- 
lished for each package by the processing system 1, wherein 
the package identification numbers for the plurality of 
packages form a group of package identification numbers. 
The PIN number for each package can be generated by a 
random number generator 3, which is a program employed 
by the CPU 2. The predetermined format can be, for 
example, a sequence of randomly arranged Arabic numerals 
having a given length. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 2, 
the format of the PIN number 32 has 16 digits. Thus, for this 
embodiment, the predetermined format requires the PIN 
number to be a sequence of digits and to have 16 digits. 
Thus, combination (0191113219163601) has a format 
matching the predetermined format, and combination 
(0111856991), which only has a sequence of 10 digits, and 
combination (xyzlll3219163601), which has a mix of 
alphabetic characters and Arabic numerals, do not have a 
format matching the predetermined format. 

[0044] At step 305, the PIN number for each package is 
stored in a first database 4a, which is a program resident in 
memory 4. At step 307, a cross-reference between the group 
of PIN numbers for the packages and the imiversal product 
code for the consumer product is established, and then stored 
in the first database 4a at step 309, by the CPU 2. For 
example, for the package 27 shown in FIG. 2, it has a UPC 
code "6 99804 00005 5" for the microwave popcorns and a 
PIN number (0191113219163601) that has 16 digits. Thus, 
once the cross-reference between the group of PIN numbers 
for the packages 27 and the UPC code "6 99804 00005 5" 
for the microwave popcorns is established, any package 
from this manufacturer having a PIN number with 16 digits 
would contain the microwave popcorns. Consequently, the 
manufacturer may establish cross-references for each prod- 
uct and packages containing each product, which can be 
utilized for inventory control purpose and marketing pur- 
pose. For example, CPU 2 can simply count the number of 
access to the Web site 6 for a particular consumer product 
from the cross-references for the product and the PIN 
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numbers for packages containing the product to assess the 
sales of the product in the market. 

[0045] At step 311, a Web browser program is employed 
to run a Web site 6 that offers an Internet game, wherein the 
Web site 6 has an IP address and is electronically coupled to 
the memory 4. A consumer can access on the Web site 6 
through an Internet service provider from the computer 8. In 
fact, the Web site 6 is mnniDg 24 hours a day, 365 days a 
year and can be reached by anyone around the World. On the 
Web site 6, several Internet activities are provided. As an 
embodiment shown in FIG. 5, a home page 500 for the Web 
site 6 has a Talent Show icon 501, Popcorn Watch icon 503, 
History of Popcorn 505, Ideas from the Top icon 507, POPZ 
Workshop icon 509, Ask Dr. Poppen icon 511, POPZ Shop 
icon 513, Product Info icon 515, Play the Popz Quiz 517, 
and Career Opportunities icon 519. Each icon represents an 
Internet related activity. At least one of them is an Internet 
game that may be interactively played by consumers. For the 
embodiment shown in FIG. 5, Play the Popz Quiz 517 is a 
game that may be interactively played by consumers. The 
Play the Popz Quiz game can take the form of a match game, 
a knowledge-based game, a skill-based game, any combi- 
nation of them, or other types of available computer games. 
By cHcking on each icon, a consumer can get information or 
interactively communicate with the Web site 6 in the form of 
sound, graphical, video, text, data, digital format, photo or a 
combination of them. Each icon may include more than one 
theme or sub-icons. For example. Talent Show icon 501 has 
a plurality of sub-icons including Submit Now icon 501a, 
Rules icon 501b, Winners icon 501c, and What Is the Talent 
Show icon SOld. More detailed information about each icon 
can be obtained from http://www.popz.com/, the informa- 
tion wherein is incorporated herein by reference each. Each 
icon and related contents can be updated from time to time. 

[0046] Not every Internet activity offered on the Web site 
6 can be freely accessed by a consumer. In particular, the 
present invention requires that the Intemet game offered on 
the Web site 6 can only be accessed with a proper ID. Once 
the Intemet game icon, i.e. icon 517 in the embodiment 
shown in FIG. 5, is clicked on, Web site 6 requires the 
consumer to present a package identification number or 
Internet PIN from a package containing the consumer prod- 
uct. 

[0047] Referring back to FIG. 3, at step 313, a consumer 
now presents a package identification number at Web site 6. 
In operation, the consumer inputs the package identification 
number at the computer 8, which is transmitted through the 
Internet 24 to and received by the Web site 6. At step 315, 
CPU 2 determines if the presented package identification 
number has the predetermined format. An advantage of 
checking the format first is that it provides a quick screening 
without committing too much computing resources as a full 
search and comparison in a database as required in the prior 
art. If not, at step 317, the consumer is denied access to play 
the Intemet game. If yes, at step 319, CPU 2 further 
determines if the package identification number exists in the 
first database. If not, the consumer is denied access to play 
the Internet game. This step ensures that a number not 
generated by and stored in the centralized system 1 but 
accidentally having a format matched with the predeter- 
mined format will not have access to the Intemet game. If 
yes, at step 321, CPU 2 tiien determines if the package 
identification number exists in the second database. If yes. 



which indicates that the package identification number has 
been used before, the consumer is denied access to play the 
Internet game. This step ensures that the package identifi- 
cation number can only be used once to gain the access to 
play the Internet game. If the consumer wants to play the 
Internet game, he or she needs to have a new package 
identification number, which can be obtained from a pack- 
age having the package identification number. The consumer 
is therefore encouraged to purchase more packages contain- 
ing the consumer protect. If not, at step 323, CPU 2 stores 
the package identification number in the second database 
that only contains PIN numbers that have been presented or 
used. At step 325, the consumer is given access to the play 
the Intemet game. At step 327, the consumer plays the 
Internet game interactively and when the game is over, an 
outcome is shown in the Web site 6. At step 329, CPU 2 
rewards the consumer according to the outcome of the 
Internet game. The consumer may be rewarded with one or 
more packages of the consumer product for free, one or 
more packages of other consumer products for free, or one 
or more opportunities, i.e., free PIN numbers, to play the 
Internet game. Additionally, a consumer may be rewarded 
with other prizes including houses, automobiles, computers, 
CDs, holiday vacation packages, etc. to further encourage 
the consumer to purchase the consumer product so that the 
consumer has more chances to play and win. At step 331, the 
consumer has the option to continue to play the Internet 
game, which he or she will have access by presenting a new 
PIN number, or to stop. 

[0048] Referring now to FIG. 4, if the access to the 
Internet game is denied at step 417, a consumer is given a 
choice on the Web site 6 by CPU 2 to select another 
Internet-related activity other than the Internet game. If the 
consxmaer responds positively, at step 421, the consumer 
plays the Internet-related activity interactively. CPU 2 may 
reward the consumer according to the outcome of the 
Intemet-related activity with one or more packages of the 
consumer product, one or more packages of other consumer 
products, or one or more opportunities, i.e., free PIN num- 
bers, to play the Internet game. Occasionally, free PIN 
numbers may be offered in the Web site 6 to further 
encourage consumers to play the Internet game and thereby 
increase their interests in purchasing packages having the 
PIN numbers. 

[0049] FIG. 6 shows another embodiment method 600 of 
the present invention to utilize the inventive system 100 
shown in FIG. 1 for consumer product promotion through 
the Internet. At step 601, a package containing a consumer 
product identified by a universal product code is provided. 
At step 603, a package identification number ("PIN") having 
a predetermined format is established for the package by the 
processing system 1. At step 605, a Web browser program is 
employed to run a Web site 6 that offers an Internet game. 
At step 607, a consumer presents a package identification 
number at Web site 6. At step 609, CPU 2 determines if the 
presented package identification number has the predeter- 
mined format. If not, at step 611, the consumer is denied 
access to play the Internet game. If yes, at step 613, CPU 2 
further determines if the package identification number 
exists in a database resident in memory 4. If yes, which 
indicates that the package identification number has been 
used, the consumer is denied access to play the Intemet 
game. If not, at step 615, CPU 2 stores the package identi- 
fication number in the database. At step 617, the consumer 
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is given access to the play the Internet game. At step 619, the 
consumer plays the Internet game interactively and when the 
game is over, an outcome is shown in the Web site 6. At step 
621, CPU 2 rewards the consumer according to the outcome 
of the Internet game with various prizes as discussed before. 
At step 623, the consumer has the option to continue to play 
the Internet game, which he or she will have access by 
presenting a new PIN number, or to stop there. 

[0050] Thus, for the embodiment shown in FIG. 6, CPU 
2 permits access to the Internet game by a consumer to play 
the Internet game upon presentation of the package identi- 
fication number over the Internet when the package identi- 
fication number satisfies the following two conditions: 

[0051] (1) the format of the package identification 
number matches a predetermined format; and 

[0052] (2) the package identification number has not 
been presented. 

[0053] Therefore, the Internet game may be played upon 
the presentation of a number that is not generated by the 
centralized processing system 1 but happens to have a 
format in match with the predetermined format. Even 
though, the number can only have one free pass to the 
Internet game. Nevertheless, this embodiment requires less 
computing power and memory space for processing and 
storing a huge database and responds to the consumers more 
promptly. 

[0054] As those skilled in the art will appreciate, while the 
present invention has been described in the context of a fiilly 
functional centralized processing system interfacing with 
computers coupled through the Internet, the mechanism of 
the present invention is capable of being distributed in the 
form of a computer readable medium of instructions in a 
variety of forms, and the present invention applies equally 
regardless of the particular type of signal bearing media used 
to actually carry out the distribution. Examples of computer 
readable media include: recordable type media such as 
floppy disks and CD-ROMs and transmission type media 
such as digital, analog, optical and wireless communication 
links. 

[0055] While there has been shown a preferred and alter- 
nate embodiments of the present invention, it is to be 
understood that certain changes can be made in the form and 
arrangement of the elements of the system and steps of the 
method as would be know to one a skill in the art without 
departing from the underlying scope of the invention as is 
particularly set forth in the claims. Furthermore, the embodi- 
ments described above are only intended to illustrate the 
principles of the present invention and are not intended to 
limit the claims to the disclosed elements. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A method for consumer product promotion through the 
Internet, comprising: 

a. providing a plur^itv of oackap j cs each containing a 
<3UllsuUltii' product identified by a universal product 
code to at least one consumer; 

b. establish inp^ a parkapp iH<^pti fication number having a 
jjibdeliii mined tormat tor each package, wherein the 
package identification numbers for the plurality of 
packages form a group of package identification num- 
bers; 

c. storing the narka ^e identification n umber for each 
package in a first database; 



d. storing establishing a cross-reference between the 
group of package identification numbers and the uni- 
versal product code; 

e. saving the cross-reference between the group of pack- 
age identification numbers and die universal product 
code in the first database; 

f. employing a Web browser prograpi to run a Web site 
that offers an Internet game, wherein the Web site is 
electronically coupled to the first database; 

g. permitting access to the Internet game by the at least 
one consumer to play the Internet game upon presen- 
tation of a package identification number having the 
predetermined format over the Internet only if the 
package identification nimiber has not been presented 
yet; and 

h. denying access to the Internet game by the at least one 
consumer to play the Internet game upon presentation 
of a package identification number having the prede- 
termined over the Intemet if the package identification 
number has been presented. 

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising steps of: 

a. employing the Web browser program to allow the at 
least one consumer to interactively play the Intemet 
game once the access to the Intemet game is granted; 
and 

b. rewarding the at least one consumer according to the 
outcome of the Internet game with one or more pack- 
ages of the consumer product, one or more packages of 
other consumer products, or one or more opportunities 
to play the Intemet game. 

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising steps of: 

a, employing the Web browser program to allow the 
consumer to select another Internet-related activity 
other than the Intemet game once the access to the 
Internet game is denied; and 

b. rewarding the consumer according to the outcome of 
the Internet-related activity with one or more packages 
of the consumer product, one or more packages of other 
consumer products, or one or more opportunities to 
play the Intemet game. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of permitting 
access to the Web site further comprises the steps of: 

a. determining if the format of the package identification 
number for a package containing the consumer product 
matches the predetermined format; 

b. determining if the package identification number exists 
in the first database when the format of the package 
identification number for a package containing the 
consumer product matches the predetermined format; 

c. determining if the package identification number exists 
in a second database when the package identification 
number exists in the first database; 

d. permitting access to the Internet game by the at least 
one consumer if the package identification number does 
not exist in the second database; and 

e. storing the package identification number in the data- 
base. 

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the package identifi- 
cation number is generated by a random number generator. 
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6. The method of claim 5, wherein the format of the 
package identification number is a sequence of randomly 
arranged Arabic numerals. 

7. The method of claim 5, wherein the length of the 
package identification number is no less than six (6) digits. 

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the package identifi- 
cation number is printed on the package and accessible by 
the at least one consumer. 

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the package identifi- 
cation number is printed on a printing medium that is 
associated with the package. 

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the printing medium 
includes a sticker or a label. 

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the consumer product 
is popcorn and the package containing popcom is micro- 
wave able. 

12. The method of claim 1, further comprising a step of 
counting the number of accesses to the Web site for the 
consumer product from the cross-reference between the 
group of package identification numbers and the universal 
product code. 

13. A method for consumer product promotion through 
the Internet, comprising: 

a. providing a package containing a consumer product 
identified by a universal product code to a consumer; 

b. establishing a package identification number having a 
format for the package; 

c. employing a Web browser program to run a Web site 
that offers an Internet game; and 

d. permitting access to the Internet game by the consumer 
to play the Internet game upon presentation of the 
package identification number over the Internet when 
the package identification number satisfies the follow- 
ing two conditions: 

(i) the format of the package identification number 
matches a predetermined format; and 

(ii) the package identification number has not been 
presented yet. 

14. The method of claim 13, further comprising steps of: 

a. employing the Web browser program to allow the 
consumer to interactively play the Internet game once 
the access is granted; and 

b. rewarding the consumer according to the outcome of 
the Internet game with one or more packages of the 
consumer product, one or more packages of other 
consumer products, or one or more opportunities to lay 
the Internet game. 

15. The method of claim 13, further comprising the step 
of denying access to the Internet game by the consumer to 
play the Internet game upon presentation of the package 
identification number over the Internet when the package 
identification number satisfies at least one of the following 
two conditions: 

(i) the format of the package identification number is not 
in match with the predetermined format; and 

(ii) the package identification number has been presented. 

16. The method of claim 15, further comprising steps of: 

a. employing the Web browser program to allow the 
consumer to select another Internet-related activity 
other than the Intemet game once the access is denied; 
and 



b, rewarding the consumer according to the outcome of 
the Internet-related activity with one or more packages 
of the consumer product, one or more packages of other 
consumer products, or one or more opportunities to 
play the Intemet game. 

17. The method of claim 13, wherein the step of permit- 
ting access to the Intemet game further comprises the steps 
of: 

a. determining if the format of the package identification 
number for a package containing the consumer product 
matches a predetermined format; 

b, determining if the package identification number has 
been present in the database when the format of the 
package identification number for a package containing 
the consumer product matches the predetermined for- 
mat; 

c. permitting access to the Web site by the at least one 
consumer if the package identification number has not 
been present in the database; and 

d, storing the package identification number in the data- 
base. 

18. The method of claim 13, wherein the package iden- 
tification number is generated by a random number genera- 
tor. 

19. The method of claim 18, wherein the format of the 
package identification number is a sequence of randomly 
arranged Arabic numerals. 

20. The method of claim 18, wherein the length of the 
package identification number is no less than six (6) digits. 

21. The method of claim 13, wherein the package iden- 
tification number is printed on the package and accessible by 
the consumer. 

22. The method of claim 13, wherein the package iden- 
tification number is printed on a printing medium that is 
associated with the package. 

23. The method of claim 22, wherein the printing medium 
includes a sticker or a label. 

24. The method of claim 23, wherein the consumer 
product is popcom and the package containing popcorn is 
microwaveable. 

25. A system for consumer product promotion through the 
Internet, wherein the consumer product is identified by a 
universal product code and provided in a package to a 
consumer, comprising: 

a. a number generator for establishing a package identi- 
fication number having a format for the package; 

b. a memory device; and 

c. a processor coupled to the memory device and per- 
forming the following steps of: 

(i) employing a Web browser program to run a Web site 
that offers an Intemet game, wherein the Web site is 
electronically coupled to the memory device; and 

(ii) permitting access to the Intemet game by the 
consiuner to play the Internet game upon presenta- 
tion of the package identification number over the 
Internet when the package identification number 
satisfies the following two conditions: 

(1) the format of the package identification number 
matches a predetermined format; and 

(2) the package identification number has not been 
presented yet. 
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26. TTie system of claim 25, wherein the processor further 
performs the step of denying access to the Web site by the 
consumer to play the Internet game upon presentation of the 
package identification number over the Internet when the 
package identification number satisfies at least one of the 
following two conditions: 

(1) the format of the package identification number is not 
in match with the predetermined format; and 

(2) the package identification number has been presented. 

27. The system of claim 25, wherein the processor further 
performs the steps of: 

a. employing the Web browser program to allow the 
consumer to interactively play the Internet game once 
the access is granted; and 

b. rewarding the consumer according to the outcome of 
the Internet game with one or more packages of the 
consumer product, one or more packages of other 
consumer products, or one or more opportunities to 
play the Internet game. 

28. The system of claim 26, wherein the processor further 
performs the steps of: 

a. employing the Web browser program to allow the 
consumer to select another Internet-related activity 
other than the Internet game once the access is denied; 
and 

b. rewarding the consumer according to the outcome of 
the Intemet-related activity with one or more packages 
of the consumer product, one or more packages of other 
consumer products, or one or more opportunities to 
play the Internet game, 

29. The system of claim 25, wherein when performing the 
step of permitting access to the Web site, the processor 
further performs the steps of: 

a. determining if the format of the package identification 
number for a package containing the consumer product 
matches the predetermined format; 

b. determining if the package identification number has 
been present in a database resident in the memory 
device when the format of the package identification 
niunber for a package containing the consumer product 
matches the predetermined format; 

c. permitting access to the Web site by the consumer if the 
package identification number has not been present in 
the database; and 

d. storing the package identification number in the data- 
base. 

30. The system of claim 25, wherein the number generator 
comprises a random number generator program resident in 
the memory device. 

31. The system of claim 30, wherein the format of the 
package identification number is a sequence of randomly 
arranged Arabic numerals generated by the random number 
generator program. 

32. The system of claim 31, wherein the length of the 
package identification number is no less than six (6) digits, 

33. The system of claim 31, wherein the package identi- 
fication number is printed on the package and accessible by 
the consumer. 



34. The system of claim 31, wherein the package identi- 
fication number is printed on a printing medium that is 
associated with the package. 

35. The system of claim 34, wherein the printing medium 
includes a sticker or a label. 

36. The system of claim 35, wherein the consumer prod- 
uct is popcorn and the package containing popcorn is 
microwaveable. 

37. A computer program product in a computer readable 
medium of instructions, comprising: 

a. instructions within the computer readable medium for 
running a Web site that ofifers an Internet game; and 

b. instructions within the computer readable medium for 
permitting access to the Internet game by a user to play 
the Internet game upon presentation of a package 
identification number over the Internet when the pack- 
age identification number satisfies the following two 
conditions: 

(1) the format of the package identification number 
matches a predetermined format; and 

(2) the package identification number has not been 
presented yet, wherein the package identification 
number is associated with a package containing a 
consumer product identified by a universal product 
code. 

38. The computer program product of claim 37, further 
comprising instructions within the computer readable 
medium for denying access to the Internet game by the user 
to play the Internet game upon presentation of the package 
identification number over the Internet when the package 
identification number satisfies at least one of the following 
two conditions: 

(i) the format of the package identification number is not 
in match with the predetermined format; and 

(ii) the package identification number has been presented. 

39. The computer program product of claim 38, further 
comprising: 

a. instructions within the computer readable medium for 
allowing the user to select an Intemet-related activity 
other than the Intemet game once the access is denied; 
and 

b. instructions within the computer readable medium for 
rewarding the user according to the outcome of the 
Intemet related activity with one or more packages of 
the consumer product, one or more packages of other 
consumer products or one or more opportunities to play 
the Intemet game. 

40. The computer program product of claim 37, further 
comprising: 

a. instructions within the computer readable medium for 
allowing the user to interactively play the Internet game 
once the access is granted; and 

b. instructions within the computer readable medium for 
rewarding the user according to the outcome of the 
Internet game with one or more packages of the con- 
sumer product, one or more packages of other con- 
sumer products, or one or more opportunities to play 
the Intemet game. 

* ♦ * * « 



